An analysis of cytotoxic botanical formulations used in the traditional medicine of ancient Persia as abortifacients.
We report here an analysis of plants used by traditional healers of ancient Persia to induce abortions. Six herbal formulations that contain 39 different species from 21 plant families with their vernacular names, English names, amounts used, and their methods of preparation are reported. Our initial objective of this ethnobotanical analysis was to evaluate the validity and the efficacy of the plants used by (1) comparing other reported uses of these plants in traditional medicine, (2) investigating the medical and pharmacological literature on the medicinal properties of the plant species used, and (3) investigating the reported cytotoxic effects of compounds prevalent in these plants. Previous phytochemical analyses have shown that a number of plant species are rich in coumarin compounds that have potential antineoplastic or cytotoxic activities. Our results indicate a correlation between the reported use of these plants as abortifacients and their cytotoxic (antineoplastic) effects. In addition, we discuss the process in which this ethnobotanical investigation led to the discovery of dicoumarol (a coumarin anticoagulant) as a potential chemotherapeutic agent.